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The US Congress returned from a brief recess on Sept. 6 to face contentious debates on the
controversial North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). While legislation to ratify NAFTA
is not expected to reach either the Senate or House until mid-September at the earliest, many
supporters and opponents of the treaty have kept up efforts to influence those members of Congress
who remain undecided on the issue. To officially launch the NAFTA campaign, President Bill
Clinton has scheduled a press conference for Sept. 14 to send the 2,000-page treaty and side
accords on the environment and labor to Congress. President Clinton has invited five former
US presidents George Bush, Ronald Reagan, Jimmy Carter, Gerald Ford, and Richard Nixon to
participate in the ceremony, since all five have endorsed NAFTA. Nevertheless, the backing of
former presidents may not be enough to earn the needed support for the treaty. According to some
political analysts, NAFTA's uncertain situation is aggravated by the perception that President
Clinton has not campaigned for the treaty with the same conviction as he has on other legislative
initiatives such as his budget proposal and health care reform. In fact, on Sept. 3 William Daley who
was designated by Clinton to coordinate the White House's pro-NAFTA efforts told reporters that
the accord's fate is very much in doubt. "I don't think anyone has the votes on either side to have
that vote today and feel confident," Daley said. Meantime, in an Aug. 25 interview with La Jornada
newspaper, NAFTA supporter US Rep. Bill Richardson (D-NM) warned Mexicans to prepare for
an "ugly and rude" debate among Democrats when the treaty comes up for a ratification vote in
the House. Rep. Richardson predicted that because of the heated debate, NAFTA would probably
not be voted on in the House until early November. Analysts say the treaty will probably first come
up for a vote in the Senate, where chances of passage are greater. In fact, Senate Majority Leader
George Mitchell (D-Maine) told reporters on Sept. 1 that he expected NAFTA to easily pass in
that branch of the legislature. However, Mitchell disagreed with Senate Minority leader Robert
Dole (R-Kansas) that passage in the Senate would influence the vote in the House. Nevertheless,
despite Daley's statement regarding the uncertain outcome of NAFTA, opponents and proponents
of the treaty both feel confident the vote will favor their position. In his interview with La Jornada,
for example, Rep. Richardson firmly predicted that NAFTA would be ratified in the House after
a lengthy debate. On the other hand, AFL-CIO president Lane Kirkland told reporters on Aug.
31 there is enough opposition in the House to defeat NAFTA. Meanwhile, a coalition of labor,
environmental, and consumer groups calling itself the Citizens Trade Campaign has created a
series of radio advertisements designed to attract new public opposition to NAFTA. The radio
segments imply that NAFTA will encourage large numbers of US factories to relocate to Mexico,
where the Citizens Trade Campaign says employers will pay very low wages and run dirty and
often toxic work sites. The Clinton administration has also been hard pressed to respond to a book
co-written by former presidential candidate Ross Perot and economist Pat Choate. On Sep. 2, the
White House issued a 74-page report disputing 193 "misstatements or misleading statements"
in the book regarding NAFTA. In the book, Perot emphasized three central arguments he made
during the 1992 presidential campaign: 1) US negotiators were outsmarted by former Washington
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officials who are now on the Mexican government's payroll; 2) NAFTA's "principal goal is to protect
US companies and investors operating in Mexico;" and 3) the agreement will send "waves" of
US companies moving south without stopping the "waves" of Mexicans that already head north.
In an effort not to be seen as "anti free-trade," Perot argued that once NAFTA is defeated, the
US can negotiate a new trade agreement that is more favorable to the US. In addition, co-author
Choate suggested that if Mexico refuses to enter into negotiations on a new treaty, the US should
act unilaterally to block imports from Mexican plants that do not meet US environmental or worker
standards. Along those lines, syndicated columnist Robert Kuttner suggested that given the strong
possibility that NAFTA could be defeated in Congress, President Clinton should back away from
NAFTA and negotiate a new agreement that "gradually lowers trade barriers as Mexico delivers on
its pledge to raise labor and environmental standards." Said Kuttner: "This would put a Democratic
spin on a Republican idea, and win wide backing in his own party." Canada was also facing some
uncertainty regarding NAFTA, even though both chambers of the Canadian parliament have
ratified the treaty. According private trade consultant Gordon Ritchie, Canada's 10 provinces are not
necessarily bound to the parallel agreements on labor and the environment negotiated by former
prime minister Brian Mulroney's administration and current Prime Minister Kim Campbell. Ritchie,
who served as a deputy trade negotiator for the US-Canada Free-Trade Agreement in 1989, said
this is because 90% of the labor decisions fall under the jurisdiction of the provincial government's,
while environmental matters are a shared responsibility between the provinces and Ottawa. In
other words, the 10 provinces must reach an agreement with the federal government announcing
their intention to abide by the terms of parallel accords. Any province that does not accept the
parallel agreements cannot be subject to challenges by Mexico or the US. "Until a certain number
of provinces come on board, it will not be possible for Canada to bring a case forward to a trinational panel for dispute settlement regarding sub- federal or sub-national enforcement of laws,"
a Canadian trade official told the Journal of Commerce in mid-August. The premiers (governors) of
British Columbia and Ontario- -both members of the opposition New Democratic Party (NDP) have
hinted they may not support an agreement with the federal government on the parallel accords.
On the other hand, Quebec Premier Robert Bourassa has strongly endorsed NAFTA, saying the
parallel accords "respond to many of our concerns." In Mexico, the Mexican Free Trade Action
Network (Red Mexicana Frente al Libre Comercio, RMALC) on Aug. 30 filed a complaint with the
Environmental Attorney General (Procuraduria Federal del Medio Ambiente, PFMA) charging that
Trade Secretary Jaime Serra Puche violated the Mexican Constitution by signing on to NAFTA.
According to the RMALC, Serra Puche violated some articles of the Constitution that protect
the country's ecosystems and natural resources, as well as clauses aimed at assuring a healthy
environment for Mexican citizens. The Salinas administration had no immediate response to the
complaint. (Sources: Journal of Commerce, 08/17/93; Washington Post, 08/26/93, 08/29/93, 09/01/93;
La Jornada, 08/26/93, 08/31/93, 09/03/93, 09/04/93, 09/05/93; El Financiero, 08/27/93; Reuter, 08/30/93,
08/31/93, 09/02/93; United Press International, 08/30/93, 09/01/93; Notimex, 09/01/93; New York
Times, 09/01/93, 09/03/93; Albuquerque Journal, 09/08/93)
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